NEWS
The Australian Jewish News – ajn.com.au

Friday, June 3, 2011

3

COVER STORY
Jewish call
for climate
change action

Rabbis take up same-sex cause

PETER KOHN

A PROGRESSIVE Jewish contingent was set to join a multi-faith
delegation promoting action
against climate change in Canberra
today (Thursday).
However, Orthodox representatives have declined to send a highlevel representative as part of the
delegation.
Twenty-eight leaders of various
faiths headed to the national capital to push for measures on climate
change as part of the Australian
Religious Response to Climate
Change. They were due to meet
Prime Minister Julia Gillard,
Liberal climate change spokesperson Greg Hunt and other MPs.
The visit was timely, considering the Government was close to
finalising its carbon plan, and came
in the same week the
Government’s climate change
adviser Ross Garnaut released his
final report, this one on compensation.
A public forum was scheduled
for Thursday night, where speakers
will include Victorian MP Mark
Dreyfus, who is Parliamentary
Secretary for Climate Change.
Religious leaders are urging the
Government to carefully consider
the structure of its proposed tax on
carbon, and to think broadly about
options for reducing emissions.
The Jewish contingent comprised Union for Progressive
Judaism (UPJ) executive director
Steve Denenberg and head of the
Council of Progressive Rabbis,
Rabbi Jeffrey Kamins.
Denenberg said climate change
and possible responses to it had
been canvassed within the movement. “We’ve had discussion, and
we believe that the majority of our
constituents would support all
efforts to combat climate change
and do accept the science. As
thinking Jews, we believe the science is generally self-evident,” he
said.
Denenberg
said
the
Government, “which is supporting
carbon tax and other [climate]
issues feel quite isolated”.
“We can be sceptical, we can be
cynical, but we’re the custodians of
this planet for our grandchildren
and we can’t wait for everyone to
reach consensus.”
Denenberg said he had tried to
involve a representative of
Orthodox Judaism but there had
been no response from the
Organisation of Rabbis of
Australasia (ORA) or the Sydney
Beth Din.
Contacted by The AJN, ORA
president Rabbi Dovid Freilich
confirmed his organisation had
been approached, but the proximity of the delegation to the festival
of Shavuot was problematic.
However, ORA had asked a
Chabad representative in Canberra
to attend.
“We have to protect the world
Hashem gave us. It says this in
Bereshit. We’re duty bound
to ensure its survival,” Rabbi
Freilich said.

GARETH NARUNSKY

THE Rabbinic Council of Progressive
Rabbis has called upon the Australian
Government to permit same-sex couples to marry.
A statement issued last week by the
council, also known as the Moetzah,
explained that “Judaism teaches that
all human beings are created ‘betzelem Elokim’, in the image of God,
and are therefore entitled to full dignity and equality”.
“There is no reason for Australian
law to limit or discriminate against
the civil or legal rights of any individual or group. Therefore, we, the
Moetzah, call upon the Australian
Government to enact speedily legislation granting full marriage equality.”
But representatives of the
Orthodox community said it would
continue to adhere to other Torah
teachings, which limit marriage to a
man and a woman.
In response to the Moetzah’s statement, Organisation of Rabbis of
Australasia president Rabbi Dovid
Freilich acknowledged they were

entitled to their stance, but reiterated
an earlier statement that the sanctity
of marriage was between a man and a
woman.
“Our view is based on the Torah
and our heritage,” Rabbi Freilich said.
Scott Whitmont, who with partner Christopher Whitmont-Stein
made history in the first Australian
faith-sanctioned same-sex commitment ceremony at Emanuel
Synagogue in September 2008, said
he was pleased and proud to see the
Moetzah take the step, in support of
“human rights and equality”.
“We recognise that not all couples
want to get married, whether they be
homosexual or heterosexual,” he said.
“[But] the point is that the couple
should have the choice if they wish
their relationship to be publicly and
legally recognised.”
Whitmont said that even though
his ceremony was “very joyous and
special” for the Jewish couple, he felt
the day was incomplete because
legally it could not be called a wedding or marriage.
Roy Freeman, president of same-

Scott Whitmont (left) and partner Christopher Whitmont-Stein.

sex Jewish advocacy group Dayenu,
said he was “over the moon” at the
release of that statement.
“It’s amazing that the Progressive
rabbis support full marriage equality
and it’s great to see them calling on
the Government to introduce legislation allowing it,” the head of the
Jewish gay, lesbian bisexual, transgender and intersex group said.
To coincide with the statement,
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Freeman said he would establish a
new advocacy group called Jews for
Marriage Equality (J4ME).
“The idea is to encourage the
Jewish community to actually talk
about the issue of marriage equality,”
he said,.
He said it would give those in the
community who support marriage
equality a chance to help do something about it.

Ongoing debate, but Israel support alive
NAOMI LEVIN

WHILE the details may be in dispute,
bipartisan support for Israel remains
strong in Australia.
Last week, Coalition foreign affairs
spokesperson Julie Bishop presented
a motion to Parliament calling on the
House to reaffirm its support for
Israel and a two-state solution.
She also proposed that the House
note “the fraying of the traditionally
bipartisan support” for Israel, criticise
the Greens-led Marrickville Council’s
support for a boycott of Israel and
recognise that the NSW Labor Party
chose to preference Greens candidates in Marrickville.
Time expired before a vote could
be held on the motion, but both Labor
and Liberal MPs added their voices in
response to Bishop’s motion.
In their responses, Labor MPs
noted their party’s ongoing support
for Israel, but accused Bishop of
“petty point scoring”. They sought to
amend the motion to dump the part
criticising the Greens and Labor.
However, the deputy leader of the

Opposition had full support from the
Coalition. Her frontbench colleague
Chris Pyne told Parliament the
Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions
(BDS) regime against Israel was a
public relations trick by Israel haters.
“Having failed to conventionally
defeat the State of Israel militarily
since 1948, the proponents of the
BDS campaign have chosen a more
insidious method in order to undermine and delegitimise the State of
Israel,” the Member for Sturt said.
Member for Higgins Kelly
O’Dwyer also rose to speak on the
topic, noting Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu’s “powerful”
speech to Congress .
Melbourne Ports MP Michael
Danby said accusations Labor’s support for Israel was falling were incorrect.
Bishop, who raised these accusations, argued they stemmed from the
Greens’ influence in the hung parliament. “We have no association with
the Greens political party and some
of their extreme foreign policy,”
Danby said. “I want to make it clear

that there are members like me who
will very strongly oppose Greens
party policy.”
Danby’s parliamentary colleague
Maria Vamvakinou also spoke on the
motion.
Vamvakinou, known for her sympathies for the Palestinian cause,

acknowledged Israel’s 63rd anniversary.
She also raised the other “narrative”, arguing that when Zionist leaders created a Jewish home in Israel,
they perpetrated an injustice “with
the expulsion and dispossession of
the Palestinian people”.

Rudd ramps up pressure
TIMNA JACKS
FOREIGN Minister Kevin Rudd has
increased sanctions placed on Syria,
following its lethal suppression of
peaceful protests.
The
Australian
Government
announced it would ramp up targeted
financial sanctions against regime figures responsible for human rights
abuses and impose an embargo on
arms and other equipment used for
internal repression.
Rudd has encouraged the United
Nations to further investigate the troubling region and said he was pleased
Syria had been rejected as a candidate
for the UN Human Rights Council.
Political observers believe that

since March 18, more than 800 Syrian
civilians have been killed in antigovernment demonstrations.
These numbers are difficult to confirm because Syria, which shares a border with Israel, does not permit foreign
journalists entry into the country.
Following meetings with Britain and
France, Rudd called on the Syrian
regime to stop the violence towards its
own people. “You can’t go around and
just thug people to death and expect
the international community to turn a
blind eye. We don’t.”
European condemnation and US
restrictions have so far not suppressed
the actions of Syria’s Government,
which has arrested around 500 prodemocracy activists.

Uncovering a Great
treasure trove
STATE Library of New South Wales senior curator Paul
Brunton opened the newest Great Synagogue
museum display last Sunday, describing it as “one of
the most engaging and compelling exhibitions I’ve
ever seen”.
Treasures of the Great Synagogue features items
from the shul’s heritage collection, including a glass
Seder plate, a ruby Bohemian glass kiddush cup, a
silver circumcision knife, the earliest Australian Jewish
marriage records and portraits of the first bride and
groom in the list.
Synagogue president Michael Gold said the purpose of the exhibition was to show aspects of Jewish
life and practice through the objects in the collection.
The exhibition is open on Tuesdays and Thursdays
as part of the public tour that starts at noon.
Pictured are Rabbi Jeremy Lawrence and exhibition
curator Brittany Freelander admiring a Shabbat lamp.
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